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Professor (Karl Philipp) Bernhard Weiss, whose text- 
books have made him well known wherever New Testament study 
is earnestly prosecuted with modern methods, came, like most 
German theologians and pastors, out of a pastor's family. His 
father was Dr. George Bernhard Weiss, a pastor and churchman 
of long service and high esteem at Konigsberg in East Prussia. 
There the son was born June 20, 1827, and at the University 
of Konigsberg, as well as at Halle and Berlin, he studied theol- 
ogy from 1844 to 1 848, being especially influenced by I. A. Dor- 
ner, who was professor of systematic theology at Konigsberg in 
those years. Weiss became privat-docent at Konigsberg in 
1852, and was advanced after five years to be assistant-professor 
{professor- extraordinarius) . In 1863 he accepted a call to be 
professor of the New Testament at Kiel. In the eleven years 
at Konigsberg he laid the foundation for the work of his life. 
His interesting introductory lecture at the very opening of his 
academic career in 1852 was on the Relation of Exegesis to 
Biblical Theology, 1 and sets forth the lines on which he has since 

1 It is to be found in the Deutsches Zeitschrift fur Christliche Wissenschaft und 
Christliches Leben, 1852, pp. 303 ff. 
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worked. It was a time when the task of biblical theology was not 
so clearly defined as, thanks in good measure to Weiss himself, 
it has now become, but the young instructor lays down distinctly 
and correctly the principles of the discipline. Each New Testa- 
ment author must be interpreted by his own writings, and the 
different types of teaching must be set forth in distinction from 
one another, but the science must not fail to show their relation 
and development (" biblische Dogmengeschichte "), nor to expound 
their underlying unity (" biblische Dogrnatik")\ the basis of the 
study must be the most exact and painstaking exegesis. 

The first-fruits of this conception of the student's duty 
appeared in 1855 in his book on the Petrine Doctrine (" Der 
petrinische Lehrbegriff"}, which was followed in 1859 by a com- 
mentary on Philippians, and in 1862 by a monograph on the 
Johannean Doctrine (" Der johanneische Lehrbegriff"). In these 
same years Weiss had also published in the Theologische Studien 
und Kritiken several noteworthy articles, including ( 1 861 ) one 
on the Origin of the Synoptic Gospels, in which he outlined the 
solution of the synoptic problem which he later treated 
more in detail in his large commentaries on Mark (1861) and 
Matthew (1876). Even though students may depart consider- 
ably from his conclusions, Weiss's investigation of the synoptic 
problem will cause him to be permanently remembered with 
respect and gratitude. The strong points of his work have been 
his thorough preparation for the task in the mastery of every 
observation that had been made on the subject, his determina- 
tion to spare himself no pains in the study of the innumerable 
detailed questions, and, in the main, his sobriety of judgment. 
The theory which he has worked out is that the canonical Gos- 
pels of Matthew and Luke consist largely of a combination of the 
canonical Gospel of Mark with the " Logia " of the apostle 
Matthew, and that our Gospel of Mark consists of recollections 
of Peter's teachings combined with occasional pieces drawn from 
the " Logia." Another article in Studien und Kritike?i, at about 
this time, was a criticism of Credner's posthumous History of the 
New Testament Canon, in which Weiss laid down the main fea- 
tures of the views on that subject which he published many 
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years later in developed form in his Introduction to the New 
Testament. 

Weiss stayed at Kiel until 1877, when he was called to Ber- 
lin. At Kiel he wrote the commentaries on Mark and Matthew 
above referred to. In them he undertook to give special atten- 
tion to three points, textual criticism, a continuous interpretation 
as opposed to mere scholia, and the study of the synoptic paral- 
lels. They are somewhat distinguished in these respects from 
Meyer's Commentaries, even in the recent editions of the latter 
which Weiss himself has edited. At this time, too, he published 
his Text-book of the Biblical Theology of the New Testament, which has 
maintained itself as the best book on the subject and has passed 
through many editions in German and English. Its merits 
are those of all Weiss's work, careful thoroughness, great impar- 
tiality, conservative judgment. Its defects will be differently 
assessed by different persons. Some would complain that the 
decision of questions of authorship and date which underlies the 
discussions is often too conservative, others would think that he 
represents Jesus and even Paul too much as regardful of the Jew- 
ish law, still others would find that the " genetic " relation of the 
types of thought to one another is not sufficiently grasped, and 
that the treatment, lost in details, is mechanical and fails to 
draw a vivid picture of the thought which it discusses ; probably 
few find the book easy reading. Nevertheless it will hold its 
place as a very honorable and characteristic monument of the 
patient, honest study of the New Testament which has charac- 
terized this century. 

In Kiel Weiss continued to write many articles and reviews 
on New Testament subjects for the Studien u?id Kritiken and the 
Jahrbiicher fitr deutsche Theologie. At Berlin he was entrusted with 
the arduous work of providing for the successive new editions of 
Meyer's Commentary, many volumes of which he himself thor- 
oughly revised. In 1882 appeared his Life of Jesus, perhaps better 
in details than as a whole, but strong in its consistent use of the 
sources, sound scholarship, and deep religious earnestness. In 
1886 one of the very best of Weiss's books, his Introduction to 
the New Testame?it nobly completed the series of his systematic 
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writings. In this the sketch of the history of the canon was an 
important step in advance ; the thorough discussions of the sev- 
eral books are full of learning and set forth in outline the various 
views and the ground of Weiss's conclusions forcibly and instruc- 
tively. He held to the genuineness of all the New Testament 
epistles except 2 Peter, and maintained that the apostle John 
wrote the fourth Gospel, the three Epistles, and the Revelation, 
and that Luke wrote the third Gospel and Acts. 

Weiss's life has thus been that of a hardworking scholar, its 
periods marked by professorships, its achievements by books. 
But it has also been more than that. At Konigsberg he had 
active pastoral duty. A deep interest in practical evangelization 
has called out, especially in his later years, various essays on the 
problems of the " Inner Mission," and in Berlin, since 1880, his 
time has been largely occupied by his duties as one of the chief 
expert advisers (" vortragender Rath ") to the Minister of Educa- 
tion on matters connected with theological education in Prussia. 
The broad inclusiveness in both directions of the Prussian theo- 
logical faculties, the firm insistence on the professors' right to 
independent thought and expression, is said to be due in no small 
measure to Weiss. In 1894 he had conferred on him one of the 
highest distinctions for theologians in the gift of the Emperor, 
the title of Wirklicher Oberkonsistorialrath. 

Weiss's own theological position may perhaps be called that 
of a moderate conservative. 1 By the extreme orthodox Lutherans 
he is looked on with suspicion ; by the so-called critical school 
he is often (though unjustly) thought of as a mere apologist for 
traditional views. He is perhaps heartily in sympathy with no 
one of the parties whose eager polemics make German theolog- 
ical life at present so exciting. His son, Johannes Weiss, now 
professor of the New Testament at Marburg, who possesses a good 
share of some of his father's most characteristic traits, is usually 
classed with the " Ritschlians." 

Advancing years and public duties seem hardly to have dimin- 

1 Weiss's actual views as gathered from his writings are set forth in a valuable article 
by Professor E. Y. Hincks, "Weiss's Theology," in the Andover Review, 1884, Vol. I, 
pp. 253-270. 



BERNHARD WEISS l8l 

ished Weiss's scientific productiveness. Besides continual work 
on new editions of Meyer's Commentaries he has in the last five 
years published a series of books on the Apocalypse, the Acts, and 
the catholic Epistles, consisting of brief exegetical notes of 
great value, associated with an important and very elaborate dis- 
cussion of the textual problems, intended to show that the old- 
est uncial manuscripts are after all the only sources from which 
a critical text, as distinguished from a history of the text, can 
be constructed. Although he is approaching his seventieth year 
it may well be hoped that he still has other useful books in pros- 
pect. 

A kind, fatherly manner corresponds in Professor Weiss to a 
real goodness of heart. He is still a vigorous lecturer, criticis- 
ing his opponents and expounding his own views with impres- 
sive earnestness, and his seminar is crowded with students, anx- 
ious to catch something of the secret of his thorough and minute 
scholarship. His active life has covered a half century of great 
increase of interest in biblical study all over the world, and to 
the progress of that study he has contributed as much as any other 
one man. The motive and spirit of his work cannot be better 
illustrated than by a sentence from the preface to the first edi- 
tion of his Introduction-. " My chief interest in New Testament 
Introduction is neither criticism nor apologetics, but the actual 
introduction into a living, historical understanding of the Scrip- 
tures." 



